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nician navigation. This most uncharacteristic use of 
megaliths suggests that they were placed in posi-
tion by earlier Bronze Age inhabitants of Sicily who 
used neolithic technology. It further suggests that 
these people had need of marine signposts, and 
being prior to 1200 BCE, it is the earliest indication 
of such a navigational method. If it is accepted that 
fires were indeed lit on the flat tops, then other 
important aspects arise from this interpretation, 
for it raises the idea of human attendants to light 
and maintain the fires. In the cases where sanc-
tuaries have provided lighted aids to navigation 
as a secondary function, it was the priests who 
were acting as ‘lighthouse keepers’. Here, there is 
no suggestion of religious attachment and so fire 
attendants would be needed solely to ensure that 
aids to navigation were in operation. If proven, 
this theory would represent a major step forward 
in the understanding of ancient navigation tech-
niques, as well as adding new credence to theories 

Fig. 4-24: A view of the terrain of Capo Gallo near Panormus (Palermo) in Sicily. The modern lighthouse 
is indicated with the purple pin. Three stones are indicated with the alignments of 2 and 3 marking the 
route to Ustica, and the alignments of stones 1 and 3 marking the route to Lipari.81

of the emergence of pharology. Clearly, there are 
other boulders scattered around the site, and it 
could be argued that these alignments are coin-
cidental. However, the following points should be 
considered. First, there are two alignments, both 
with very accurate positioning. Second, the dif-
ferent heights of the stones above sea level con-
tributes to the ease of identification from afar and 
makes coincidence less likely. Third, the method 
would have been very much more difficult to im-
plement in the absence of available megaliths. As 
yet, no further evidence is available to support the 
theory, but tests for fire residues on the surfaces of 
the boulders and in the surrounding soils would be 
an important first step. It would seem essential for 
archaeologists to visit this site to look for further 
evidence in support of this new theory. One of the 
most exciting aspects of this discovery is that there 
is good reason to suppose that other sites can be 
identified with similar megalithic boulders marking 
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routes to other significant destinations. A search of 
other locations is now in progress to find unusual 
placements of megaliths close to the shores. As 
we shall see next, Sardinia is known to have had 
a period of occupation by people with skills in the 
building of megalithic structures. Perhaps the same 
was true in Sicily?

Sardinia
Compared to their history in Sicily, Phoenician 

and Punic peoples had rather less competition 
over the land of Sardinia. The island became third 
in importance as a Phoenician territory after the 
homeland in the Levant and Carthage. By the 7th 
century BCE almost all of the coastline had been 
claimed by Phoenician and Punic settlements, so 
much so that Carthaginians went on to settle the 
interior of the island too, a somewhat unusual 
situation for a normally coast-hugging people. Of 
course, there comes a point when the number 
of inhabitants exceeds the support that can be 
offered purely from marine activities and Sardin-
ia’s interior needed agricultural development to 
feed the people living on the coast. In a move that 
reflects some situations today, it appears that the 
Phoenicians relied upon immigrant labour from 
Africa to assist with their agriculture, although it is 
clear that Africans were not enslaved in this pro-
cess.54

The earliest archaeological finds in Sardinia 
now indicate settlements from the 7th millennium 

during paleolithic and neolithic cultures derived 
from the Spanish and Italian peninsulas. Settle-
ments were made mostly along the northern and 
western coasts. For example, in northern Sardinia 
Monte d’ Accoddi is a Neolithic archaeological 
site consisting of a massive raised stone platform 
thought to have been an altar. At once, we are 
reminded of a parallel occurrence in Sicily where 
Bronze Age inhabitants established sites of great 
religious importance. The oldest parts dated to 
around 4000 BCE. After times of destruction, it 
appears that the site was rebuilt by later prehistor-
ic civilizations, a fact that must support the consid-
ered importance of the site.55

Between 1900 and 700 BCE, the island passed 
through a stage known as the Nuragic Period 
characterised by the building of megalithic edifices 
mostly in the northwest sector of the island.56 In 
short, there was already a well-established local 
population when the Phoenicians began calling at 
several coastal sites such as Karalis (Cagliari), Nora, 
Bithia, Inosim (Carloforte), Sulci (Sant’ Antioco), 
and Tharros, primarily with the aim of setting 
up safe waypoints on their trans-Mediterranean 
routes. No doubt, they also traded with locals if 
they encountered them. It is beguiling to think that 
as Phoenicians came into such close contact with 
these peoples for the purposes of trade, they may 
have learned how to find reliable sailing direc-
tions to the next ports-of-call from those who had 
already established megalithic markers at crucial 
points nearby. Fig. 4-27 shows that, from Sardinia, 

Fig. 4-26: Capo Di Pula (E1070), possible site of an 
ancient lighthouse at Nora in Sardinia.83

Fig. 4-25: Isola Della Bocca (E1014), possible site of 
an ancient lighthouse at Olbia in Sardinia.82
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Fig. 4-27: Map of the Western Mediterranean and Atlantic seaboard showing the major Phoenician and 
Carthaginian settlements and trading centres.84
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there were several vital routes. For example: (1) 
East to Sicily and thence to Cyprus, Phoenicia and 
Alexandria; (2) South to Carthage; (3) West to the 
Balearic Islands and thence to southern Spain and 
the Atlantic Ocean. For megalithic signposts to be 
already in place to guide the Phoenician craft must 
have been a great bonus. Work is presently under 
way to try to identify such signposts - if they exist 
- at many points where Phoenicians were known 
to have frequently visited. And on Sardinia there 
is much to investigate, for there are many known 
comparatively undisturbed sites of Phoenician 
archaeology still to be fully examined, including at 
Tharros, Nora and Bythia, although, of course, it 
is sites that are in positions of high exposure and 
visibility that are more likely to have megalithic 
signposts, in contrast to the usual protected and 
sheltered ports and harbours.

In many ways, the growth of settlements in 
the southwest sector of the island paralleled the 
growth of Carthage, and there were inevitably 
strong influences from Carthage concerning the 
politics of the island. For example, there was a 
concerted strategy to take control of the entire 
island, from the 6th c. BCE and this was achieved, 
although not without much fighting. 

By the 4th c., Punic merchants were supplying 
Sardinian grain to Sicily and Carthage, but there 
was increasing difficulty in relations with Rome, 
which was rapidly gaining power. At first, the Punic 
people had superiority, and a treaty with Rome 
made in 348 BCE forbade trading or settlement by 
Romans in Sardinia. Eventually, the competition 
was settled in three Punic Wars that ended with 
the total loss of Sardinia to Roman might.

Archaeologists have been interested to find 
that although Sardinian history shows a mixture of 
influences of almost all the major cultures, there is 
almost no sign of Greek influence, unlike the situa-
tion in Sicily. In 283 BCE Sardinia (and Corsica) be-
came a province of the Roman Republic at the end 
of the first Punic War. By that time, Nora had long 
been recognized as the capital and under Roman 
administration it went from strength to strength.

Giardina discusses the possibility that the 
remains of a Punic lighthouse-tower could be 
seen at Nora until the 1970s. Even if the tower 
was indeed used as a lighted aid to navigation, we 
have not found this to be a characteristic of Punic 
culture and it may have been Roman, rather than 

Punic.57 There are other possible locations where 
an ancient lighthouse might have existed, the most 
obvious being on the Capo Di Pula (Fig. 4-26), close 
to Nora where, because of the strategic position, 
much other building has taken place. Without new 
archaeological information, the presence of an 
ancient lighthouse here can only be given a 50% 
probability. A similar situation exists at the north-
eastern port of Olbia, where a Phoenician port is 
known to have existed. Its sheltered location at the 
end of a long estuary demanded a waypoint light 
on a small island at the entrance to the estuary. 
A modern lighthouse exists here today - the Isola 
Della Bocca, Fig. 4-25, but there are no more than 
a few clues to an original lighthouse having been 
built here by Phoenicians.

Ibiza
Ibiza is the westernmost island of the Balearic 

group and there was a great value in its location 
as a way-point across the western Mediterranean. 
In this case, it is considered that Phoenicians were 
its first inhabitants and an established presence is 
well known at a site called Puig des Molins where 
there is a fine example of a Phoenician necropolis 
(cemetery) close to the town of Ibiza. The settle-
ment was located some distance away at Sa Caleta 
about 10 km to the southwest. We have no evi-
dence of ancient lighthouses here.

Trade Routes and Landfall 
Lights
Ancient navigators who made voyages across 

open sea had no guidance other than the few 
naturally occurring clues available in the sea and 
sky. They constantly studied the horizon for the 
merest sight of land, and, at night, hoped for a 
light that would coincide with expectation. The 
best navigators knew their approximate position, 
and by means of their own instincts and calcula-
tions by dead reckoning, they could anticipate the 
emergence of land over the horizon. If they also 
knew that they could expect to see a light, then 
they were comforted when they saw it. This is 
what mariners have called a landfall light. The best 
landfall lights can be seen from a great distance, a 
property that is achieved by having the brightest 
light shine from the greatest height.

We have been discovering locations where 
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there were temples and other sanctuaries, created 
for religious purposes, often at elevated heights 
above sea level, but having the secondary function 
of a lighted aid to navigation. We have noted that 
this was may already have been occurring when 
the Phoenicians embarked upon their explorato-
ry expeditions. These were very much waypoint 
markers and not port or harbour lights, and it may 
be that the functionality of what today we call a 
lighthouse was intimately associated with the reli-
gious activity of sacrifice and worship. 

To a society of advanced seafarers, the landfall 
light would have been very important. Less expe-
rienced sailors could follow the contours of the 
shore as they made short, coast-hopping journeys. 
To the Phoenicians, however, the landfall light 
must surely have been an essential part of their 
success as maritime traders.

We have already investigated some locations 
that were the centres of Phoenician activities, 
and we have found no hard evidence of lighthous-
es, except for the functionality offered by these 
temple lights. These aids to navigation had the 
common feature that they were located in sites of 
ports and harbours from where they shone their 
beckoning rays of welcome. In this sense, a temple 

light was also a harbour light, but only as a sec-
ondary function. A true (primary purpose) harbour 
light was available only when a building was made 
specifically to house it, and there is no evidence 
whatsoever that any harbour lights were built by 
the Phoenicians.

But landfall lights are different. They are charac-
terised by their elevation, often in locations where 
there are no settlements and no intention to indi-
cate a place of safe landing. We should therefore 
consider this balance of probabilities: if Phoeni-
cians did not construct harbour lights, did they, 
as expert mariners, build or make use of landfall 
lights?

We can say with certainty that the Phoenicians 
established ports of call at many waypoints across 
the Mediterranean, some of which are shown in 
Fig. 4-27. It seems logical to examine the shortest 
routes between these centres so as to suggest 
locations where landfall lights might have been 
established.

One site worthy of serious consideration is on 
Gozo where a Phoenician temple was excavated at 
Ras il-Wardija near San Lawrenz on the southwest 
tip of this small island close to Malta in the 1960s 
(Fig. 4-28).58 In a remarkable position on top of 

Fig. 4-28: The Phoenician temple of Ras il-Wardija on the southwest tip of Gozo, close to Malta. The stra-
tegic location would have made an ideal lighted aid to navigation in the early 1st millennium BCE.85
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precipitous cliffs, it maintains a strategic viewpoint 
over a part of the central-southern Mediterranean 
in which Phoenician sea traffic was prolific for 
centuries.

Despite our lack of understanding of Punic re-
ligious practices, we must ask if this site was used 
as a lighted aid to navigation by virtue of its role in 
Phoenician culture of Melqart worship. There is at 
least one place at the site that may have been used 
as the hearth for a significant fire, and if it was 
indeed used as such we might propose that it is 
the first real evidence of a Phoenician temple light-
house in the times before the Pharos, although 
the dates for its use remain uncertain. Much site 
work remains to be done. Phoenician sites are 
quite easy to identify thanks to their characteristic 
locations on small islands or harbours protected 
by encircling promontories and many are already 
known.

General Remarks
Some writers discuss the presence of a light-

structure at Carthage. 59 60 Again, it is possible 
that, if this lightstructure predated a similar one at 
Gades, then the first lightstructure was built here. 
This is a speculative conclusion for the Romans 
comprehensively destroyed the city and there is no 
firm evidence that the Phoenicians engaged in the 
building of lightstructures. However, Hague states:

“...re-excavation of the harbour at Carthage 

has brought to light the lower courses of an 
octagonal building 123 m across with walls 
about 2 m thick. The only details of the structure 
found were fragments of marble columns 
which it was thought might have formed 
part of an open lantern or similar feature.”38

This is not, in itself, sufficient justification for the 
conclusion to be drawn. Historical evidence sug-
gests that if lighthouses were part of a culture then 
they would appear somewhere in the writings and 
artifacts of that culture. The Phoenicians invented 
the alphabetic language and were well versed in 
art, yet we find no representations of lightstruc-
tures amongst their writings or artifacts. There 
are many images that are considered to represent 
lighthouses in the cultures of the Greeks and the 
Romans, but there is nothing similar assigned to 
the Phoenician or Punic culture. Roman coins often 
featured both ships and lighthouses. Although 
Phoenician coins do show ships, there is nothing 
yet found that can be identified as a lighthouse. 
Guzzo86 describes one painting on a wall of 4th-
3rd century BCE tomb near Kerkouane in Tunisia 
as showing an object which does bear a striking 
resemblance to a pharos, as depicted in many 
other Roman and Hellenistic objects, Fig. 4-29. 
She identifies it as an ‘altar’, and there is certainly 
much evidence of the use of ritual sacrifice in the 
Phoenician culture to justify this interpretation. 
The similarity between her ‘altar’ and a lighthouse 
is, however, remarkable. There is no obvious ma-
rine context for the lighthouse interpretation of 
this icon.

It seemed natural to try to extend the theory 
by looking for other possible locations of unusual 
boulders at sites of advantage to navigators. Since 
Carthage was such a strategic port and the centre 
of great maritime activity during this time, new 
research has been recently carried out to identify 
similar locations. At Palermo, the chosen position 
was on an important headland, so an obvious par-
allel was at once clearly identifiable at Cape Bon, 
70 km northeast of Carthage. This site is one of the 
most strategic in the entire Mediterranean where, 
as well as indicating the route into and out of 
Carthage, it is also a waypoint for all shipping tra-
versing the southern routes from east to west and 
vice versa. Unfortunately, the terrain of Cape Bon 
is significantly rockier than Capo Gallo and there 
are limits to the capabilities of Google Earth at this 

Fig. 4-29: A painting, made around the 4th c. BCE 
on the wall of a Phoenician tomb with graffiti that 
look remarkably like lighthouses. So far, this find is 
unique.86
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site. Local investigations are clearly necessary, but 
the site remains one of the most likely for finding 
identifiable alignments of boulders.

A new possible site was found on the coast of 
northwest Galite, an island 40 km from the coast 
of north Africa. (Fig. 4-30.) Here, once again, an 
unusual placement of large boulders coincided 
with alignments to southern Sardinia where there 
were important Phoenician settlements. Clearly, at 
such an early stage of investigation, the possibility 
that Phoenician navigators used large boulders as 
daymarks to assist their course determinations re-
mains entirely speculative. Nevertheless, there is a 
strong likelihood that, even if they did not actually 
place the stones in position, the Phoenician pilots 
took advantage of these most useful sightings. 
There is also no evidence that lights were set up in 
these positions, but the possibility exists even so. 
The authors who originally reported the boulders 
at Capo Gallo have pointed out that there is noth-
ing in the Phoenician culture that suggests they 
used or set up megalithic monuments, and that if 

Fig. 4-30: On the island of Galite, an unusual col-
lection of large boulders offer sight lines that point 
in the direction of southern Sardinia.87 Note the 
orientation of north in the top right. This view is 
from the northwest. Mariners sailing north in the 
arc between the two red lines would be on course 
to Sardinia. See also Fig. 6-41.

these boulders were indeed artificially placed, they 
were placed in position during the Bronze Age by 
contemporary navigators with similar interests.

Although they may have built some lightstruc-
tures in the later stages of their civilization, it is 
equally possible that the lightstructures that have 
been reported in sites of Phoenician settlement 
may have been placed there at a later date. The 
single report of a lighthouse at Carthage is specula-
tion. Thus we must conclude that the Phoenicians 
were probably not builders of the first lightstruc-
tures.

Conclusions
Expert mariners who are generally called 
Phoenician made sea journeys in the 
Mediterranean and beyond in the period 
between the 13th and 2nd c. BCE.

In daylight, Phoenicians used all available 
seamarks as aids to navigation, some of 
which would have carried lights at night. This 
knowledge must have been learned by heart 
and passed from master to apprentice over 
generations.

There is a significant body of opinion that 
lighthouse towers representing Stage 3 
functionality were built by Phoenicians at 
Cadiz, but the theory is not borne out by 
evidence that light-bearing towers were 
built elsewhere.

In view of the well-known practice of 
erection of temene at Phoenician ports and 
harbours, it is  likely that lights shown from 
altars, sanctuaries and temples were used 
as Stage 2 aids to navigation across all of the 
ports used by Phoenician navigators from as 
early as 1250 BCE.

There is inconclusive evidence that 
Phoenician seamen used sight lines as 
signposts for routes between destinations. 
These large marker stones may have been 
serendipitous naturally-placed objects, or 
they may have been deliberately placed in 
useful positions by mariners from earlier 
cultures.
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continuously updated. Specific information download-
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